Poor performance is one of those workplace problems that never stays neatly in the same box. It's not just an
output issue, it's a people issue. It affects team velocity, customer trust, morale, and sometimes safety. Yet the way
you respond determines whether the person feels respected, whether the manager-client relationship stays intact,

and whether the team learns anything useful.

I've watched strong managers turn performance problems into clear, professional progress. I've also seen
managers treat the situation like a moral failure. The second path might “feel” efficient in the short term, but it

usually costs more later, in turnover, in rework, and in the quiet damage that doesn’t show up on dashboards.

Handling poor performance with dignity means you do two things at the same time: you address the work, and
you treat the person as a person. You make expectations explicit, you coach with specificity, and you also protect

the business when coaching is not enough.

Start with the part that's easy to forget: dignity is a behavior, not a
mood

Dignity shows up in the choices you make before the conversation ever happens. It shows up in how you prepare,

how you document, and how you talk about the situation when the person is not in the room.

In practice, dignity looks like this: you don't borrow emotional language to explain a work gap. You don't tell the
team “they’re lazy” when the evidence points to missed deadlines, incomplete analysis, or inconsistent follow-
through. You also don't hide behind vague phrasing like “not a great fit” when you should be talking about

measurable expectations.

A manager once told me, “I'm not trying to be nice, I'm trying to be fair.” That's the right instinct. Fairness is
procedural. It's not passive kindness. It's giving someone the same clarity you would want if you were the one
falling behind.

Clarify what “poor performance” actually means in your context

The phrase “poor performance” can cover everything from missed deadlines to behavior problems to gaps in

technical competence. Treating them as one bucket leads to sloppy feedback and predictable resentment.
Before you escalate, be sure you can answer three questions with evidence:

First, what results are expected? Not “do better,” but the concrete outputs, timelines, quality standards, and

communication norms required for the role.

Second, what has been observed? Examples help here, human resources management because they separate a
pattern from a single bad week. “Submitted the report 4 days late on three separate cycles” carries more weight

than "always late.”

Third, what changed in the system? Sometimes performance looks worse because the expectations shifted, the
resources disappeared, or the work got reorganized. Other times the person changed, but it helps to consider

whether you inadvertently made success harder.

I've seen a high-performing person stumble only after leadership started expecting a different format without
documenting it. The work still mattered, but the ground rules did too. Fixing the process improved performance

more than any motivational speech could have.
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Separate the person from the gap without turning it into a cold
distance

Dignity does not mean pretending the work is fine. It means you keep the conversation focused on the gap, not

the character.

A helpful mental model is: the person owns improvement, and the organization owns clarity. If you lack clarity,

you're asking them to guess. If you lack support, you're asking them to fail.

When you speak, use language that points to the work. Keep "you” statements about behaviors and outcomes,

and avoid labels.

Instead of “You're not reliable,” try: “Over the last two months, your deliverables have come in after the committed
deadline, and we've had to adjust the downstream schedule.” Instead of “You don't care,” try: “The handoff notes

are incomplete, and it's causing rework for the next step.”

This isn't just tone. It changes what the person can do next.

Gather a small, defensible set of examples

Dignity is easiest when you have facts you can stand behind. It's also less stressful for the manager. You avoid

spiraling into “I feel like” and you don't end up debating interpretations in the moment.

Create a short record in your own notes. You don't need a novel. You need enough material to show pattern and

impact.
Examples can include:

* Missed or late deliverables with dates and agreed deadlines

® Quality issues, such as recurring errors or rework you had to initiate

* Deviations from agreed processes, such as skipping required checks

e Communication gaps that created confusion, such as unclear status updates

* Missed requirements in customer-facing work, where “close enough” still harms trust

This is also the right time to check whether the person had the relevant training. If they didn't, you're not just

managing performance, you're also managing onboarding.

Have the conversation early, but don’t rush past readiness
There's a difference between timely intervention and premature escalation.

Timely means you address issues as soon as there’s a clear pattern or a clear impact. The longer you wait, the
harder it becomes for the person to understand what you needed earlier, and the more you risk “performing

surprise” during a serious meeting.

Readiness means you can speak with clarity. If you can't define expectations, or if you're not sure what support

you offered, you're not ready to declare failure. You're ready to ask for more information and align.

One manager | respected told me she schedules “performance check-ins” even when everything is on track. That
doesn’'t mean she’s negative, it means she’s consistent. When an issue emerges, the conversation is not a shock. It

feels like the next chapter of an ongoing feedback rhythm.



Use a structure that keeps the person oriented

You don’'t need a scripted robotic flow. But you do want a predictable shape, because people under stress listen

better when they know what kind of conversation this is.

A practical approach I've used is: state the purpose, anchor in observed behaviors, explain impact, clarify
expectations, and then discuss support and next steps. The person should leave knowing three things: what needs

to change, by when, and what help they can expect from you and the team.
You can say something like:

* | want to talk about performance expectations for your role and the gap we've seen over the last few cycles.”
* "“The specific pattern is late submissions and incomplete handoffs. Here are the dates and examples.”

* “This affects the team because it shifts planning and increases rework.”

® “Here's what success looks like for the next cycle, including the quality and communication requirements.”

* "let's talk about what's getting in the way, and what support we can put in place.”

Notice what's missing. There's no threat language in the first minute. There’s no moral judgment. There's also no

soft vagueness.

Listen for the real constraints, not just the explanation
Many managers ask “why” as a way to rebut. Dignity requires listening as a way to understand.

Sometimes the answer is straightforward: the person underestimated complexity, they didn't ask questions, or
they didn't prioritize correctly. Other times it's not so neat. They may be dealing with health issues, caregiving
responsibilities, unclear direction from multiple stakeholders, or a mismatch between their current skills and the

work required.

You don't have to fix everything they tell you. But you do have to take constraints seriously, because ignoring

them turns coaching into theater.
A useful tactic is to ask questions that narrow the problem:

® “"Which part of this work feels unclear or unpredictable right now?"
* “What do you need from me or from the process to deliver on time?”

e "If we changed one thing about your workflow, what would make the biggest difference?”

These questions are respectful and pragmatic. They also help you distinguish between a skill deficit and a process

deficit, which changes your response.

Decide what kind of coaching this is: skill, process, prioritization, or
expectations

Poor performance can be a symptom of different underlying issues. Treating them the same way leads to repeated

disappointment.

If it's a skill gap, you coach with training, examples, and guided practice. If it's a process gap, you adjust the
workflow and remove ambiguity. If it's prioritization, you help them make trade-offs explicit, define what "high

impact” means, and agree on a plan.



If it's expectations, you revisit the role requirements. Sometimes the person is doing the job they thought they

had, and leadership is asking for a different job.

Dignity includes acknowledging when role clarity failed. That doesn't excuse missed deadlines, but it prevents

needless resentment later.

Set expectations that are measurable and fair
“Do better” is not an expectation. It's a wish.

Your job is to define what success looks like in a way the person can act on. That means specifying what
deliverables look like, what “"done” means, and how you will measure it.

Good expectations are usually specific about:

* Timelines: what date, what cadence, and what early warning triggers exist
® Quality: what level of accuracy or completeness is required
* Communication: when status updates happen, and what details are mandatory

e (Collaboration: how handoffs occur, what context must be included

I've found that when expectations include communication standards, performance issues often improve faster than
when you only talk about output. Many “performance” problems are actually “visibility and coordination”

problems.

Give feedback in a way that can actually be used

Feedback should be concrete enough to translate into changed behavior. People can accept hard truth when it's

paired with actionable direction.

Instead of focusing on global statements like "You need to be more thorough,” point to the exact behavior: “In
your last three drafts, the analysis section lacked the required comparison to the baseline. On the next cycle,
include the baseline table and a short interpretation paragraph.”

Also, match feedback to timing. If someone is mid-project, you need to intervene quickly enough for the change
to matter. If you wait until everything is finished, you've turned improvement into a retrospective lesson, which

can feel unfair when the stakes are ongoing.

Use accountability without humiliation

There's a line between accountability and humiliation. Crossing that line usually looks like public correction,
sarcastic comments, or treating the person like a joke. It can also show up as overworking them without support,

then blaming them for not performing miracles.

Accountability, on the other hand, is consistent and fair. It's the manager setting a standard and then responding

to reality.

It can include consequences, but those consequences should be tied to the standard, not the person’s feelings. If
you move toward a formal improvement plan, the plan should include goals and timelines, along with support and

check-ins.

If you never move toward formal accountability when the gap persists, you also risk unfairness to the rest of the

team. Dignity applies to the team too. They deserve a system that doesn’t reward underperformance by



indefinitely delaying decisions.

Know when “support” becomes avoidance

Support is part of dignity, but support can also become a loop where the manager keeps trying softer

interventions while the business continues to take the hit.

A manager who's afraid of conflict might offer extra check-ins, then extra training, then "more time,” while the
measurable outputs do not change. Eventually the person is not given a realistic path, and the team stays stuck

with the same pain.

This is where you need judgment. If the gap is substantial and recurring, you may need structured accountability
sooner. If the person is making progress, you keep coaching. If they are not progressing, you tighten the

structure.

A helpful question to ask yourself is: “Would | offer this level of support and clarity if the person were brand new to
the role?” If the answer is yes, you have an onboarding or guidance problem. If the answer is no, you might have a

performance and prioritization problem that needs a different approach.

When you reach for a formal improvement plan, keep it professional
and specific

A formal improvement plan, sometimes called a PIP in some organizations, can be misunderstood as either a
punishment or a rubber stamp. In the best cases, it's simply a clear contract for performance improvement, with

check-ins and measurable criteria.

Even if your company uses different terminology, the principle holds: the plan should specify what changes, how it
will be measured, and what support exists. It should also define what happens if improvement does or does not

occur.

Dignity here comes from clarity. The person should not be left guessing whether this is “just a warning.” If the plan

is real, say it plainly. If it's a step in a longer process, say that too.

Protect privacy, even when you need help from others
You may need other leaders, HR, or stakeholders involved. That doesn't mean you should share the details widely.

Dignity includes speaking about performance concerns only with those who need to know. When you discuss it,
keep the language focused on work standards and measurable gaps. Avoid gossip. Avoid diagnosing the person’s

character.

If you need cross-functional support, frame the need as a process requirement, like “We need to ensure

deliverables include required review notes,” rather than “They can’t handle it.”

This protects the person’s dignity and also protects the team from unnecessary rumor cycles that derail everyone.

Hold tough conversations without raising the temperature

Sometimes you can do everything right and still end up in a tense meeting. Stress, pride, and fear get involved

quickly. The manager’s job is to lower the temperature without lowering the standard.

A few principles help:



First, keep your voice steady and your language specific. If you find yourself repeating “always” or “never,” pause

and return to the observed examples.

Second, don't crowd the person with multiple issues at once. If the performance gap includes quality problems and
timeliness problems, you might still need to prioritize. Pick the most critical behaviors for the next cycle so they can
focus.

Third, don't confuse disagreement with disrespect. If they challenge your assessment, it may be confusion, denial,
or a genuine request for clarity. Ask what they believe is accurate and what evidence they have. Then reconcile

toward shared understanding.

A short, practical script you can adapt

When the conversation needs to be clear but humane, you can start like this:

1) “I'm going to be direct because | want us to succeed. We have a performance gap against the expectations for

your role.”

2) "Here are the specific examples and what impact they had.” 3) “This is what success looks like over the next
cycle.” 4) “I want to hear what you think is getting in the way.” 5) “Let’s agree on check-in times and what support

you will receive.”

That format keeps dignity intact because it's predictable, evidence-based, and collaborative about solutions.

Watch for the edge cases that can derail your fairness

Performance management gets messy when hidden factors exist. You don't need to become a social worker, but

you do need to be alert to scenarios where your approach could become unfair.

One common edge case is when expectations were never properly communicated. If the role changed or metrics

were unclear, you might need to reset expectations rather than accuse.

Another is when performance issues are tied to a dependency. If the person is waiting on another team for input
or approvals, the timeline might not be fully under their control. You can still address communication, escalation,

and early warning, but you should not assign blame for delays they could not realistically avoid.

A third edge case is when the person’s output is acceptable but their behavior is damaging, such as disruptive
conduct, disrespectful communication, or repeated policy violations. In that case, dignity still applies, but the focus

shifts to conduct and impact, not just deliverables.

Dignity also includes being consistent. If you treat one person gently and another harshly for similar performance

patterns, you create a fairness problem that can poison the team for everyone.

Measure progress in the work, not in vibes

Sometimes managers fall into a trap where they can't explain improvement but feel better. That's not enough for

accountability, and it's not fair to the person.

Instead, track a few concrete indicators that relate to the expectations. The number doesn't have to be

complicated, but it must be real.

Examples might include delivering X by Y dates, completing a checklist of required components in each deliverable,

meeting response times for status updates, or reducing a specific class of errors.



If you set quality expectations, define what quality means. A “thorough” report becomes measurable when you

specify the required sections and the review criteria.

And remember, progress may not look linear. People often need a couple cycles to internalize changes to process

and communication. Your check-ins should allow for learning, but not indefinite stagnation.

Use the team’s experience ethically, not punitively

When a team member struggles, others often notice. They may feel overburdened, resentful, or unwilling to be the

backup plan.

Dignity means you should not put the person in a position where their coworkers are the judges. The team should

contribute to clarity, but the manager should deliver the feedback and manage accountability.

You can also include the team in a constructive way by identifying process fixes. For example, if late handoffs are
hurting everyone, you might implement a shared handoff template, or require a specific checklist before work

moves downstream. That treats the system as fixable, not the person as the problem.

Decide on the outcome, not just the attempt

Even the most dignified approach may not result in improvement. When it doesn't, you still have to act in a way

that is human resources respectful and honest.

Respectful means you acknowledge the effort without ignoring the outcome. Honest means you explain what the

organization will do next, based on the performance gap.

This is also where you think about the person’s future. If they are not meeting the role requirements, part of
dignity is helping them understand why and what the path could look like. That might mean transferring to a

different role if available, or preparing for an exit if the organization has to make that call.

I've learned that the quality of the goodbye conversation matters. It influences references, reputations, and

whether the person feels blindsided or informed.

The hardest skill: holding two truths at once
You are responsible for outcomes. You are also responsible for human respect.
Holding two truths means:

® You can be direct about performance without being cruel.
* You can require accountability without turning feedback into a public spectacle.

® You can be firm about timelines while still listening for constraints that matter.

The trade-off is emotional effort. Dignity takes longer than venting. It takes preparation and careful wording. It

takes you doing the uncomfortable work of delivering truth without dramatics.

But the alternative is usually worse. Humiliation creates resistance. Vagueness creates confusion. Delaying action

creates bigger problems for everyone involved.

When you handle poor performance with dignity, you're not lowering the bar. You're building a bar that someone

can actually reach, and you're doing it in a way that preserves trust.
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A simple closing principle to guide your next conversation

Before you meet, ask yourself one question: “If | were the employee, would | understand exactly what to do

differently, and would | feel respected while learning that?”

If the answer is yes, you're on the right track. If it's no, adjust the clarity, strengthen the evidence, and revisit how
you're communicating expectations and support.

Poor performance is painful. The way you respond can either compound that pain or transform it into clear next

steps. Dignity is the difference between managing a person and managing a problem.



